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systems would not have to cope with high 
deceleration levels, but having the agility 
needed for upper-tier boost-phase engage-
ments would enable them to maneuver rap-
idly and intercept warheads as atmospheric 
interaction revealed the countermeasures. 
Lower-tier interceptors might have to deal 
with much higher deceleration levels and 
might have a very narrow engagement zone, 
if any, against the longest-range threats. 
However, a very low minimum-engagement 
altitude can permit a second shot if the first 
intercept attempt misses.

What Airpower Can  
Bring to This Fight

Airpower enables a distributed opera-
tional concept that can engage the TBM 
threat during the boost, ascent (early mid-
course), and terminal phases of flight by 

using common air-launched interceptors 
and a common aircraft-carried sensor. Air-
power applied to missile defense provides 
more than simply a platform that can get 
close enough to the launch point to engage 
in the boost or ascent phase, or respond fast 
enough from ground alert to engage in the 
terminal phase.16 Airpower applied to mis-
sile defense allows a commander to focus 
defensive capability with the same speed 
and flexibility commonly associated with 
attack operations. Instead of utilizing a 
fixed defensive deployment tied to station-
ary radars, a commander could rapidly es-
tablish or reinforce a defensive posture, 
move aircraft forward to pursue boost or 
ascent engagements, or cover the move-
ment of surface forces with a combat air 
patrol providing terminal defense.

In addition, launching an interceptor 
missile above 12 km altitude has a signifi-
cant impact on its performance. Although 
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Figure 3. Early peak decelerations for objects with the most drag (or lowest ballistic coefficient)
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